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To understand the world of Roman prostitution, we have to begin with a larger truth about the ancient Mediterranean: identity was never simply a matter of who one was, but of how one was seen. Status, gender, respectability, and belonging were all made visible through law, behavior, speech, and, perhaps most strikingly, through dress. In Rome, clothing was never just clothing. It announced a person’s place in society before a single word was spoken. This book explores one of the most revealing and least fully understood aspects of that world: the lives of Roman female sex workers, and how they fashioned and declared their own identities within a society determined to define them from the outside. For generations, the women of the ancient world were treated as marginal figures in historical writing, glimpsed only in passing by elite men. That began to change in the mid-twentieth century, and changed more decisively in the wake of the women’s movement of the 1970s, when historians and classicists began to ask new questions, not only about elite wives and mothers, but also about women who lived beyond the bounds of respectability, privilege, and protection.

Among those women were sex workers. Over the past several decades, scholars have paid increasing attention to prostitution in the Greek and Roman worlds. Yet one question remains especially compelling: how did these women understand and present themselves? Were they merely branded by Roman society, or did they also shape the terms of their own visibility? This chapter approaches that question through a single, provocative symbol: the toga. To a Roman audience, the toga was one of the most powerful garments in public life. It was the dress of the male citizen, a marker of legal standing, social legitimacy, and civic participation. To wear it was to signal one’s place in the political and moral order of Rome. Yet the toga was not worn exclusively by men. Ancient authors, legal traditions, and later cultural memory all preserve the striking idea that female sex workers, too, could appear in the toga.

At first glance, this seems paradoxical. Why would a garment so closely associated with male citizenship become linked to women whose lives stood so far outside the Roman ideal of feminine respectability? For a long time, the answer seemed straightforward: the toga marked these women as unfeminine, sexually transgressive, and socially deviant. In this reading, it was a costume of exclusion—a visible sign that they had been placed beyond the boundaries of honorable womanhood. But the story is more complicated than that. Recent work on identity, self-fashioning, and agency has encouraged historians to revisit such labels and symbols. People do not only endure the categories imposed upon them; they can also inhabit, reshape, and deploy them. What looks like stigma from one angle may, from another, become a form of declaration. This is especially true in a society as deeply performative as Rome, where public identity was constantly staged, negotiated, and read by others.

Seen in this light, the toga may have been more than a badge of shame. It may also have served as a deliberate and intelligible social signal, one that allowed sex workers to present themselves in ways that were legible, strategic, and even self-assertive. Rather than reading the garment solely as evidence of oppression, this book asks whether it could also function as a tool of self-identification: a way of claiming a recognizable social role, aligning oneself with a broader category of sexually and gender-transgressive women, and turning imposed visibility into a form of social presence. That question cannot be answered through clothing alone. To understand what the toga meant, we must place it alongside other ways in which Roman sex workers appear to have exercised choice, self-presentation, and tactical agency. These include their interactions with the Roman legal system, their use of adornment and cosmetics, and the graffiti and wall-writing preserved in Pompeii’s purpose-built brothel, rare traces of voices and performances that usually escape the historical record. Taken together, these forms of evidence suggest that sex workers were not simply passive objects of moral judgment. They were active participants in constructing their own public identities, even within the constraints of a deeply unequal society.

The argument that follows is therefore not that Roman sex workers were “free” in any modern sense, nor that the social and legal structures surrounding prostitution were anything other than coercive and hierarchical. Rather, it is that agency could exist within constraint, and that self-presentation mattered precisely because these women lived under such intense scrutiny. The toga, the title togata, bodily adornment, legal maneuvering, and affiliation with recognizable social types all point toward the same possibility: that Roman sex workers could claim, perform, and communicate who they were in ways that contemporaries understood.

The evidence for this world is richest in the final centuries of the Roman Republic and the early Empire, and it is to this period that we will chiefly turn. Rome itself stands at the center of this story, but Pompeii, with its extraordinary preservation of everyday life, offers evidence too important to ignore. More broadly still, Roman law, literature, and social conventions circulated widely across the Empire, suggesting that the patterns examined here may have resonated far beyond the capital. This, then, is not only a story about prostitution in ancient Rome. It is a story about visibility, performance, and power, about what it meant for women on the social margins to be seen, and about how, even in one of the most rigidly stratified societies of the ancient world, they may have found ways to define themselves.

To understand whether the Roman sex worker who wore the toga was making a choice, or simply bearing a mark imposed upon her, we need to enter three different worlds at once. The first is the world of law. The second is the world of literature and cultural imagination. The third, and most intimate, is the world the women themselves left behind in
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